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Starbucks College Achievement Plan: An Innovative Educational Partnership
On June 16, 2014, the largest public university in the country and the largest coffee brand in the world announced a first-of-its-kind partnership designed to expand access to higher education. Through the Starbucks College Achievement Plan, Starbucks partners in the U.S. who work as little as 20 hours a week can finish a bachelor's degree with full tuition reimbursement through any of Arizona State University's (ASU's) more than 40 online degree programs. There is no obligation for partners to stay at Starbucks after they graduate from ASU.
The partnership between Starbucks and ASU originated through participation in the Markle Economic Future Initiative, which is co-chaired by Starbucks CEO, Howard Schultz. ASU's president Michael Crow is one of its members. The partnership is grounded in social embeddedness that provides opportunities for Starbucks, ASU and, most importantly, the thousands of students who wouldn't otherwise have the opportunity to earn a college degree. And while this innovative corporate/public university partnership offers a new model for education access, which both Starbucks and ASU are very proud of, it is also a partnership forged on the shared values of our people.
Why Education?
For Starbucks to be successful in its mission "to inspire and nurture the human spirit -one person, one cup and one neighborhood at a time," 1 its business depends on bright, warm baristas who are able to make an emotional connection with customers. In fact, how Starbucks takes care of its partners matters more to its customers than many traditional corporate responsibility activities undertaken by the company. In 1987, Starbucks was the first corporation to offer healthcare to part-time workers. It was a radical move then, and one that was followed by many other companies over time.
Currently, Starbucks has 135,000 people working in the U.S, the vast majority of whom do not have a college degree. In 2013, Starbucks' leaders decided they wanted to provide something as ambitious as its 1987 healthcare benefits decision to the current generation of partners; something that would continue to attract bright, talented people, and, again, be a shift other companies might eventually emulate. Starbucks wanted to remove barriers for its partners to earn a bachelor's degree. What partners majored in didn't matter -what mattered was completing a degree. Starbucks is committed to its partners' degree attainment regardless of their desire to remain with the company after they graduate.
As Starbucks leaders pushed to place higher education back in reach for their partners, they saw promise in online education. Online appeared particularly well suited to working adults who already had some college experience. Starbucks pursued an education partner that offered highquality online programs, was nonprofit, and was able to work at the scale necessary to serve their large population. They found surprisingly few players who had the quality, scale and commitment necessary to be successful. The online higher education market was still dominated by for-profit online institutions with big marketing budgets, and that wasn't the fit Starbucks was looking for. Many public and private universities, on the other hand, had just a few degree Page 26.307.2 programs offered entirely online, and few institutions had committed to offering online programs at a scale that could serve Starbucks' partners.
New Frontiers
Howard Schultz grew Starbucks to Fortune 500 status in Seattle, and he was well aware that while the rest of the country was looking at New York or Silicon Valley, amazing things could be achieved in places still forming and growing. The Arizona desert has its own frontier spirit, and has offered opportunities for individuals like Michael Crow to implement a vision for a new model of what an American university can be.
ASU, rooted in Arizona, is also committed to addressing issues of national need, including university degree attainment. In 1996, the United States led all OECD countries in adult degree attainment.
2 By 2011, the United States ranked fourth overall (behind Canada, Japan and Israel). 3. In 2012, the number of 25-to 34-year-olds with some postsecondary education but no degree was larger than the entire undergraduate enrollment in four-year public institutions. 4. Real income disparity between high school graduates and college/university graduates has increased 135 percent since 1965. 7 At a time when the benefits of a college/university education have never been higher, the country has stalled in degree completion. Millions of Americans have started a degree but failed to graduate -and, more specifically, failed to graduate before life intervened in one of many forms: unmanageable student debt obligations, vanishing parental support, children or other dependents, and/or the need to provide care for elderly parents or other relatives. These are hard working and academically capable individuals who have no clearly available pathway to earn a high-quality, rigorous degree.
ASU is committed to providing educational opportunities to these adult re-entry learners, 8 dedicating itself to developing the tools and resources nontraditional students need to be successful. By partnering with companies, entrepreneurs and innovators, community colleges and tool developers, ASU learned how to partner, how to work at scale, how to integrate technologies and how to move quickly to improve services to meet the needs of our students. Since 2010, ASU has used this approach to rapidly develop its online degree programs, providing broad access to a research-based, discovery driven university education. In the process, the university has expanded its ability to deliver degree programs at scale.
Forging the Partnership
In the fall of 2013, Starbucks' leadership shared their initial ideas with ASU. From the beginning, both sides found common values. For Starbucks, it was ASU's focus and ability to provide high-quality education at scale, along with its willingness to partner in innovating a new model of education access. ASU recognized Starbucks' clear interest in providing its partners with a full undergraduate experience that promised no restrictions on employment following the completion of a degree. It became very apparent that Starbucks is as committed to its partners as ASU is to the welfare of our students and how they succeed at the university and beyond.
The partnership would be one of mutual shared impact. It needed to work at scale, which Starbucks provides. Starbucks partners are relatively young, but demographically reflect America. The partners were hit hard by the Great Recession, and they collectively reflect the degree attainment crisis facing the United States. They offered ASU the opportunity to prove that its initiatives in partnership and online learning at scale would work in service to a large number of students that reflect the diversity, opportunity and challenges faced by America.
There are very few companies in the country that have the capacity to tell a story, develop a narrative and get eyes onto a product, a cause or an issue. Apple does it with product announcements supported by intense advertising; Starbucks does it in much more subtle ways: in their stores, on Facebook, through their baristas, by selling music around a cause, by writing "come together" on their cups. And, on occasion, they launch an initiative that brings national attention simply because of the dynamism, credibility and positive reputation of Starbucks and Howard Schultz. The Starbucks partnership brought ASU a national platform on which to tell its story, and the ability to learn from one of the best companies in the world at communicating that story.
In Before starting classes, partners take ASU 10 -Connect: ASU Orientation, a one-week, noncredit course. Here, partners learn about ASU's mission and polices, discover the value of a university degree from a research institution, explore the tools used in online courses and identify key components of a work/life/school balance plan.
In October, over 1,000 Starbucks partners (nearly a quarter in disciplines within ASU's Ira A. Fulton Schools of Engineering) enrolled in the inaugural session of the College Achievement Page 26.307.4
Plan, an impressive number given the short timeframe from the time of announcement to the first application deadline.
At the end of the first session, preliminary results are very encouraging. Despite being slightly less prepared academically than ASU's traditional online student population, Starbucks partners are retaining at a higher rate than our traditional online student population. At ASU's fall 2014 commencement, a long-time Starbucks partner and online ASU student became the first person to graduate with the support of the College Achievement Plan.
Together, Starbucks and ASU share the vision that inclusion is no barrier to excellence -that everyone deserves the opportunity to get a great education. The initiative is committed to expanding opportunities that help Americans succeed in the global digital economy and reignite faith that the American Dream is achievable. It is an innovative corporate/public university partnership that offers a new model for education access.
